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Abstract 
Malaysia is a multi-racial country and unity is an important agenda for the country’s political, social and economic stability. The 
Malaysian prime minister enhanced this vital agenda with his “One Malaysia” concept that alert the Malaysian citizen to have a 
high sense of responsibility towards building a united nation. Every citizen should have high tolerance attitude among them. The 
Malaysia Ministry of Higher Education has taken stern action in realizing this concept of unity by introducing a course known as 
Ethnic Relations. The course should be taken by every students in private and public universities. A study was conducted on first 
year students perceptions towards ethnic relations in Malaysia mainly between the Malays and the non Malays which consists of 
Chinese, Indian and other ethnics. The sample of the study were 320 first year students of one of the public university in 
Malaysia who register for Ethnic Relations course in the first semester for the 2009/2010 session. Questionnaires were given to 
the students before the implementation of the ethnic relations module and after their completion of the course. The aspects of 
questionnaires are culture, identity, stereotype, interaction, prejudice and plurality. This is an action research and data was 
analyzed by using mean. Before the implementation of the module, from the mean it was found that there was a difference of 
perceptions between the different ethnic related to the aspects of culture, identity and stereotype. The findings will be discussed 
later in the paper.  
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1. Introduction 
Ethnicity remains the most potent force in Malaysia even if of late its influence has been somewhat adulterated 
by other social stratification forces, principally class and gender. The potency of ethnicity lies in its ability to 
combine both affective and instrumental appeals. As members of distinct and self-conscious cultural communities, 
Malays, Chinese and Indians naturally were inclined to identify with and treasure their respective languages, 
cultures and religions, and thus actively strived to preserve and propagate them.1 Since they share a common pool of 
generalized symbols and values, the ethnic members would primarily socialize and associate with their own. 
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Ethnicity thus continues to constitute an integral constituent of the individual Malaysia psyche and ethnic 
membership critically demarcates his/her social life and taste. It follows that the effectiveness of affective appeals 
originates from the evident passionate attachments to a particular ethnicity that continue to sway individual 
identification and pattern of social life. The 1969 ethnic riots which gave an important impact towards ethnic 
relations stability, whereby everybody felt that there is something lacking in the ethnic relations that should be given 
special attention in promoting an integral ethnic relations among three major ethnic in Malaysia particularly Malay, 
Chinese and Indian. Broadly speaking, the impact of the state’s cultural policies and regulations on the relations 
between the Malay and Chinese communities could be divided into two periods. Between 1971-1990, the cultural 
relations between the state, thus Malays, and the Chinese were fraught with tensions. Since 1990, however, the 
cultural relations between the rival communities have turned markedly calm. The changing ethnic cultural relations 
is poignantly captured by the changing conflicts over Chinese education and by selected aspects of Chinese cultural 
symbols and practices. Unity among different ethnic is vital for economic, social and political stability of Malaysia 
(Shamsul Amri, 2007). With this in mind, a research should be done to identify whether students at the university 
level demonstrate negative ethnic attitude among different ethnic in Malaysia. According to the Theory of Beliefs, 
racism is closely related to the existence of prejudice among different ethnic (Rokeach & Mezei, 1966). This is 
because of different beliefs among the ethnic. Thus it brought about negative feelings towards each other among the 
different ethnic. Recent research showed that prejudice was resulted from the establishment of groups, 
ethnocentrism and stereotype (Hamilton, 2007). 
Recent research about ethnic relations in Malaysia showed that the tolerance level was average (Zahara Aziz, et 
al, 2007). The research was done in six district of  the state of Selangor. The findings also showed that the score of 
ethnic unity had deterioted from 1993 to 2007. The score for ethnic unity among Chinese and Indian ethnic was 
deterioting whereas the unity level among the Malays ethnic had shown no improvement. They found that the 
factors that contributed towards the unity level were economy and political. Thus it was because of the government 
policy towards strengthening the unity among the three major ethnic in Malaysia namely Malay, Chinese and Indian. 
The research of Amir Hassan (2004) found that the socializing agent such as early schooling experience, family 
background, religion and peers contributed in establishing sense of unity towards different ethnic groups. The school 
structure such as school of different ethnic showed more tolerance behavior compared to schools with one ethnic 
only. School with one ethnic such as Chinese or Indian Schools showed low tolerance among the students because 
they have been separated since early years of schooling in the primary school. Research among youth in Malaysia 
showed that their tolerance was at an average level (Ezhar et al, 2006). The findings also revealed that youth that 
were given early experience in the community with different ethnic showed high tolerance level. Youth with high 
academic qualification also showed high tolerance level compared with those with low achievement in academic. 
The result proved that early schooling experience gave impact in socializing the students particularly in ethnic 
relations (Ezhar et al, 2006). The importance of early experience in socializing with different ethnic and higher 
academic achievement had proven to be the catalyst of ethnic unity and tolerance among Malaysian. 
Bear in mind the importance of educating students in ethnic relations, The Malaysia Ministry Of Higher 
Education has made Ethnic Relations as a compulsory subject for every student in all Malaysia university. The 
subject will be taught with the aid of a module in  ethnic relations that has been contructed in such a way that will 
cater the needs of different ethnic in Malaysia. In this public university chosen for the research, all first year students 
must register for the course either in the first semester or second semester. This research intended to identify the 
effect of the course towards the first year students attitude in ethnic relations. The finding will also give usefull 
information whether to restore or restructure the module used in order to give effective impact on students attitude 
towards ethnic tolerance and unity. Students whether in schools or universities are the asset of a country because 
they are the human capital that should be polished to be good citizens and future leaders. 
One of the prominent theory related to prejudice is Intergroup Contact Theory (Gordon, 1954). The theory has 
affected modern social psychology only in the last decade or so focusing the effect of cross ethnic interaction. The 
theory has the vision on the possibility of positive outcomes from ethnic relations if the surrounding gave suitable 
support. These supports came from sharing comman goals, structured education system from the authority to carve 
harmony and stable relation among different ethnics. The government should enhance and create positive situation  
in order to promote positive contact among different ethnic . This could be done  particularly through education. As 
Gordon has proposed the positive effect of ethnic interaction under one circumstances that is good environmental 
conditions that would improve the quality of contact, this research is optimistic that education could be considered 
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as one of the catalyst that could be the promoter in establishing good environmental conditions. This research 
stressed on the importance of knowledge given by the lecturers using the module of ethnic relations. Thus as Gordon 
suggested, suitable condition will promote good interaction among different ethnic group, the research will look into 
the effect of the knowledge given on the behavior and attitude of the student towards building good relationship 
among students from different ethnic groups.  
2. Objective of the study 
The study embarked on the following objectives: 
1. To identify ethnic attitudes among the students. 
2. To identify the effect of Ethnic Relations Module towards ethnic behavior among the students. 
3. Research Methodology 
The research was carried out at one of the public university in Malaysia. The sample is 320 first year students 
from four sets of students registed for the course of Ethnic Relations. Every set comprises of 80 students. 
Quetionnaires were given to the students to gain information about their perception before and after attending the 
Ethnic Relation course for one semester. Of the 320 students, 24.5% were male and 75.5% were female. In terms of 
ethnic, 70.9 % were Malays, 21.5 % were Chinese and 7.6 % were Indians. A five Likert scale was use to measure 
the students perception towards ethnic relation; Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Tend to agree (3), Agree (4) and 
Strongly agree (5). In giving interpretation of the means, the level of the means were 0.00-1.66 (Low), 1.67-3.33 
(Average) and 3.34-5.00 (High). The instruments comprises of 9 construct;  Aspects of Culture (7 items), Aspects of 
Identity (7 items), Class Interaction (5 items), Prejudice (10 items), Stereotype (10 items), Understanding the 
concept of ethnic relations (10 items), Understanding social unity (10 items), Understanding the concept of harmony 
in ethnic relations (10 items) and Understanding the challenges in ethnic relations (10 items). To gain some 
supportive information about the effectiveness of the module, Six open ended question were also given to the 
student at the end of the semester to get some information about the effectivenesss of the teaching and learning 
using the ethnic relation module. Video camera was used to video tape the students sitting in the lecture hall whether 
they mix together or with their own ethnic group. 
4. Result 
From the finding, it was found that before the implementation of the module, the mean value was lower than after 
the implementation of the ethnic relations module. All the means showed slight increased. All the means were at the 
high level whether it is before or after the implementation of the module. For the aspect of prejudice and stereotype, 
both means were at the low level but it showed that students disagree about being prejudice or having stereotype 
mindset towards other ethnic. Both means showed a decrease that is for the aspect of prejudice (2.75 to 2.52) and the 
aspect of stereotype (2.48 to 2.19). This is a positive perceptions given by the students. 
 
Table 1: Result findings before and after the implementation of the Ethnic Relations Module 
 
Mean No. Aspects 
Before  After  
1. 
Aspects of Culture 
3.76 3.87 
2. Aspects of Identity 
3.91 3.98 
3. Class Interaction 
3.57 3.65 
4. Prejudice 
2.75 2.52 
5. Stereotype 2.48 2.19 
6. Understanding the concept of ethnic relations 
4.01 4.19 
7. Understanding social unity 
4.12 4.21 
8. Understanding the concept of harmony in ethnic relations 
4.14 4.24 
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9. Understanding the challenges in ethnic relations 
3.77 3.92 
 
From the open ended questions, majority of the students agreed that the module is relevance in enhancing unity. 
They found that they were not aware of certain issues related to ethnic relations in Malaysia but now the module has 
broaden their mindset. The students also suggested the module should be added with more values related to unity 
and ethnic relations in order to give them more understanding towards harmonizing ethnic relation.  
From the video camera it was found that there was a gradual change from the students sitting in the lecture hall. 
After going through the lectures and completing the module, the pattern of sitting had changed. They can be seen 
sitting and working together. This is a positive impact of the module. 
5. Discussion and Conclusions 
From the findings it indicate that the ethnic relations module has some impact on the students attitude towards 
ethnic relations. The knowledge that the students gained from the teaching and learning of the module has open their 
mind towards establishing concept of tolerance among ethnic. The impact was that with the increase of knowledge 
the sense of tolerance among indivuals of different ethnic also increased (Ezhar et al, 2006). Students in Malaysia 
were not given ample knowledge regarding ethnic relation during their schooling experience in the primary and 
secondary level. The Ministry of Education has introduced a few subjects such as Citizenship and Malaysia Studies 
for the upper secondary school students and Civic for the primary and secondary school students which had given 
some impact on the students mindset about the importance of unity and tolerance among ethnic. This is shown from 
the permilinary findings before the implementation of the module whereby the mean for every aspects of the 
research were at the high level. Thus the module could be the catalyst for promoting ethnic tolerance. From the open 
ended question there were a few aspects that should be taken into consideration from the answers given. Due to the 
existence of vernacular schools, there exist worries that students are not interacting enough with those of other races. 
Racial polarisation is very prevalent in the Malaysian education system, with students grouping together according 
to their race. Although many measures have been taken to reduce this polarisation, the students of different races 
usually work together, but play with their own kind. Many politicians in Malaysia have already called on the 
Government to abolish the vernacular school system to enhance unity among the people and as a method of 
checking the establishment of polarization among different ethnic in Malaysia. Thus implementing courses like 
ethnic relations would promote unity and tolerance. 
References 
Allport, G.W. (1954). The nature of prejudice. Reading, M.A: Addison Wesley. 
Amir Hassan Dawi, (2004). Hubungan Etnik Di Institusi Pengajian Tinggi: Satu kajian Etnografi  Habitus Dan Modal Budaya Di Kalangan 
Pelajar Berlainan Etnik. Tesis PhD yang tidak diterbitkan. Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. 
Ezhar Tamam, Fazilah Idris, Wendy Yee Mei Tien, Azimi Hamzah & Rezal Hamzah. (2006). News Media Socialization And Ethnic Tolerance 
Among Youth In Malaysia. Paper presented at 15th AMIC Annual Conference Organized by The Asian Media Information And 
Communication Center, 17-20 July 2006, Penang Malaysia. 
Hamilton, V. M. (2007). Human Relations The art and Science of Building Effective Relationships. New Jersey: Pearson Prentice Hall.  
Lee Hock Guan, (2000). Ethnic Relations in Peninsular Malaysia: The Cultural and Economic Dimensions. Social and Cultural Issues No. 1. 
Rokeach, M. & Mezei, L. (1966). Race and Shared Beliefs As Factors In Social Choice. Science. 151, 167-172. 
Zahara Aziz, Amla Salleh & Jainabee Kassim. (2007). Perpaduan Negara: satu Kajian Semula  
Dalam Kalangan Masyarakat Negeri Selangor. Fakulti Pendidikan, UKM. 
 
